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ABSTRACT:  Increasing scrutiny from the wider community is contributing to a shift towards the 
delivery and operation of major projects that meets and maintains the sustainability priorities of the 
community.  This is especially significant for large economic projects which have a global track record 
of social benefit shortfalls, cost overruns, and underestimation of risks. Major industrial and 
infrastructure projects that cost more than US$1 billion are typically called mega-projects.  Globally, 
investment in mega-projects has exceeded $10 trillion in the last ten years.  With so many projects in 
the pipeline - and many taking place in emerging economies – the effectiveness of the sustainability 
decision making process is particularly important. 
The purpose of this paper is to examine how the existing sustainability decision making processes and 
strategies address the potential challenges facing communities affected by mega-projects.  It 
highlights issues with current operational level approaches to social sustainability assessment at the 
project level, and argues that to improve accountability and transparency of project outcomes, positive 
externalities that flow from goods and services provided by the social and cultural systems of the 
community must be incorporated into decision making. 
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1 Introduction  
Mega-projects are driving the current surge in 
Australia’s resource and energy sector 
investments. Globally, investment in mega-
projects is booming, exceeding $10 trillion in 
the last ten years.  Despite the known risks, 
more and bigger projects are being planned 
and built worldwide [1]. Large infrastructure 
projects are especially on the rise in 
developing countries. With so many projects in 
the pipeline - and many taking place in 
emerging economies – the effectiveness of the 
sustainability decision-making process is 
critically important. 
People living in communities affected by 
mega-project development face the 
uncertainty, as well as, the reality of being 
separated from their productive assets, 
particularly land and homes, and in many 
cases, their traditional sources of livelihood 
and social networks [2].  The stresses incurred 
as the result of loss, or threat of loss, to 
productive assets and community ties are 
significant and long lasting. Regional and rural 
communities, as well as those that rely 
primarily on traditional sources of sustenance, 
are particularly affected [3].  
Although numerous sustainability assessment 
frameworks have been developed over the 
years, the question remains; are the existing 
sustainability decision-making practices 
effective at addressing the challenges facing 
communities affected by mega-projects?  This 
paper highlights that not all communities react 
in the same way to large-scale development 
projects, and that the adaptive capacity of the 
community is not merely an additive result of 
individual responses but rather an interchange 
of unique capacities the community embodies 
prior to the onset of the project. Current 
strategies that inform project decision making 
do not account for the positive externalities 
that flow from the ‘goods and services’ 
provided by the social capital of the 
community.  This paper argues that the 
starting point for project-planning and decision 
making needs to include the preservation, 
maintenance, and enhancement of existing 
social and cultural systems. 
This paper is structured as follows.  The first 
section describes the characteristics and types 
of mega-projects.  The second section reviews 
the lessons learned from studies of 
communities affected by development projects.  
The next section critically examines industry’s 
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approach, and the current practice of 
sustainability decision making for major 
projects. And the last section identifies key 
factors contributing to the gap that exists 
between conventional project decision-making 
and the slowly evolving shift towards the 
delivery and operation of major projects that 
meet and maintain the sustainability priorities 
of the community.  This paper concludes with a 
synthesis of the main points and 
recommendations for further research. 
 
2 From Major to Mega to Giga 
Mega-projects (sometimes also called major 
economic development projects) are very large 
capital investment projects, typically defined as 
costing more than US$1 billion.  These 
projects are known for their massive footprints, 
and for attracting a high level of public 
attention and political interest because of 
substantial direct and indirect impacts on the 
environment, community, and economy.  [4]. 
Originating after World War II in the form of the 
first nuclear power plants, and in recent years 
expanding further into Giga-projects (> $US10 
billion), mega-projects span many industry 
sectors and require coordinated flows of 
international and state finance capital, 
involving public and private partnerships, the 
use of sophisticated technologies and heavy 
equipment [5].   
Gellert and Lynch [6] describe mega-projects 
as spatially situated and inherently displacing 
and analytically divide them into four types: (i) 
infrastructure (ports, railroads, highways, 
bridges, tunnels, water treatment facilities, 
information technology systems), (ii) extraction 
(mining, oil and gas), (iii) production (dams, 
power plants, pipelines, processing  and 
petrochemical plants) and (iv) consumption 
(real estate and waterfront developments, 
malls, tourist installations), with many of these 
project types often occurring in combination. 
The risks associated with mega-projects are 
substantial and well known, such as: tight profit 
margins; financial uncertainty; environmental 
and social impacts; and cost overruns of 50 to 
100 per cent. [7],[8].   In addition, many mega-
projects experience substantial economic and 
social benefit shortfalls, especially in regional 
and rural areas, where  the differences 
between estimated and actual economic and 
social outcomes are pronounced [9]. Despite 
the risks and sub-standard performance 
records (with regard to cost overruns and 
social outcomes) more and bigger mega-
projects are being planned and built worldwide.   
According to Australian Bureau of Resources 
and Energy Economics (BREE) (October, 
2012), out of 87 major projects (worth $268 
billion), in the committed stage, 11 are mega-
projects.  BREE report also highlights that the 
current surge in Australia’s mining and energy 
investment is primarily driven by large mega-
projects, each of these mega-projects having 
an investment value of over $5 billion. In the 
last decade, annual mining and energy capital 
expenditure increased at an average annual 
rate of 23 per cent. Western Australia and 
Queensland account for half of the investment, 
led by gas mega-projects and coal export 
facilities.  Deloitte Investment Monitor (2013) 
predicts that due to the ‘simply staggering’ 
volume of mega-projects under way or planned 
in Western Australia, the value of WA’s exports 
will almost double by 2015-16.  Although the 
role of huge capital investment projects in the 
mining sector as Australia’s main growth driver 
is expected to peak in 2013, the investment 
pipeline in mega-projects is being replenished 
across a range of sectors, including: transport, 
ports, energy, water and telecommunications. 
Large infrastructure projects are especially on 
the rise in developing countries.   Over half of 
infrastructure investments are now taking 
place in emerging economies, and Morgan 
Stanley predicts that over the next decade 
emerging economies will spend $22 trillion in 
today’s prices on infrastructure [10].  Indian 
Ministry of Statistics and Programme 
Implementation Infrastructure and Project 
Monitoring Division reported in March of 2012 
on the updated status of 183 existing mega-
projects currently under construction.  Africa is 
also becoming the fastest and most valuable 
emerging market for infrastructure in the world, 
KPMG reports that the development of mega-
projects on the continent promises to unlock 
vast resource wealth, exponentially increase 
productivity, and open up new markets for 
trade [1]. 
As the name implies, mega-projects are large 
in scope and size.  They transform landscapes 
rapidly, intentionally and profoundly, and 
involve not only the displacement of dirt, 
substrate and other geological or hydrological 
patterns, but the displacement of workers, 
people, and sometimes communities [6].  
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3 Communities affected by mega-
projects – lessons learned 
Over the last forty years, many communities, 
particularly in developing countries, as well as 
regional and rural areas, have been separated 
from their productive assets and homes on 
account of large development projects 
launched by public and/or private sector 
parties [2, 3, 11]. 
People living in communities affected by 
mega-projects face the uncertainty, as well as, 
the reality of being separated from their 
productive assets and resources, and in many 
cases, their traditional sources of livelihood 
and social networks [2].  Whether in rural or 
urban areas, the process of land acquisition for 
large-scale infrastructure and industrial 
projects directly affects the displacement of 
people and communities. Displacement refers 
to the ways in which human, biological and 
geophysical elements in the landscape interact 
and change as mega-projects are introduced.  
The stresses incurred as the result of loss, or 
threat of loss, to productive assets and 
community ties are significant and long lasting.  
Communities that are ill-prepared for the 
disruption of a mega-project socially and 
culturally can suffer great impacts that might 
cause less harm elsewhere [12]. Regional and 
rural communities, as well as those that rely 
primarily on traditional sources of sustenance, 
are particularly affected [3].  
Not all communities react in the same way to 
large scale industrial or infrastructure 
development.  Communities, just like 
individuals, respond to stress in a variety of 
ways.  The adaptive capacity of the community 
is not merely an additive result of individual 
responses but rather an interplay of unique 
capacities the community embodies prior to 
the onset of the project [13].    
Mega-project induced displacement and 
resettlement, especially due to hydropower 
and mining projects is a well know global 
phenomenon.  Resettlement and displacement 
are key demographic processes that relate to 
the movement and/or composition of people in 
the region affected by a project.  
‘Displacement’ is a term used in literature in 
relation to mega-project development to signify 
the involuntary physical removal of peoples 
from their historical or existing home areas as 
a result of actions by governments or other 
organizational actors [14].  
Communities affected by mega-project 
development are faced with challenges 
associated with changes in access to 
productive resources and perceived loss or 
threat to livelihood opportunities or future 
income related to environmental resources [14] 
[15]. 
The significant and irreversible impacts 
affecting the local environment and dependent 
populations living in the project area as the 
result of mega-project development has been 
observed for over forty years [3, 16].    
Previous research, especially in post-
technological disaster settings, has 
demonstrated that resource loss and/or threat 
of loss – particularly over time – combine to 
create individual stress and collective trauma 
that affect the capacity of the community to 
generate and sustain social capital during the 
very time when trust and positive relationships 
are critical [17].  Social capital, as described by 
Norris et al. [18] is a set of adaptive capacities 
that can support the process of community 
resilience to maintain and sustain community 
health. 
On the extreme end of the social impact 
spectrum, communities that face land 
acquisition as a consequence of the project, 
stand to lose all or part of the physical and 
non-physical assets, including homes; 
productive resources and lands (forests, 
rangelands, fishing and hunting areas); cultural 
sites; commercial properties; tenancy; income-
earning opportunities; and social and cultural 
networks.  In 2011 in the town of Acland in 
Queensland Darling Downs, for example, all 
the residents, except for one man who refused 
to move, were relocated to make room for a 
7km wide open-cut coal mine. 
Sociologists and anthropologists have 
observed the impacts of mega-projects to be 
most severe among traditional and indigenous 
communities, and among politically weak and 
powerless populations, especially in 
developing countries.  Of those affected by 
major projects, tribal peoples, the elderly and 
women, have been found to be more 
vulnerable to impoverishment as the result of 
development.  This pattern has been observed 
in indigenous (tribal) areas in India, Peru, 
PNG, Australia, the western United States, 
Canada and north-eastern Brazil [3].  A study 
of 110 development projects taking place in 
India between 1990 and 1995 discovered that 
1.6M people were displaced, of which almost 
half were tribal people [19].   
Despite programmes and policies addressing 
rehabilitation, resettlement and compensation, 
the social costs of displacement are high.  
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According to recent estimates, fifteen million 
people are displaced worldwide by 
development projects every year, that’s 
approximately 40,000 people a day [15, 20]. A 
study conducted to examine compensation 
and resettlement programmes of 50 large-
scale development projects in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America revealed that the compensation 
programmes for development-caused forced 
displacement and resettlement were 
inadequate in all cases [20]. 
Mega-project induced displacement is 
accompanied by what displacement specialists 
call the resettlement effect [21], accentuated 
by the permanent loss of physical and non-
physical assets, including homes, 
communities, productive land, income-earning 
assets and sources, subsistence, resources, 
cultural sites, social structures, networks, and 
cultural identity.   
Alterations to the surrounding ecology are 
likely to overwhelm individual and community 
adaptive responses for groups that rely heavily 
on direct natural capital and result in 
displacement.  For many tribal and indigenous 
people, the land is the foundation of their 
culture, when displacement occurs or access 
to the land is denied, without proper 
compensation or rehabilitation, the damage to 
indigenous people is extreme [3]. 
Community’s relationship to the biophysical 
environment and dependence on direct natural 
capital is a major point of vulnerability or 
sensitivity to large-scale industrial 
development.  Humans experience the 
biophysical environment and their social 
constructions of culture, social organization, 
and tradition emerge from that experience.  
These ‘ecologically contextualized social 
relationships’ establish levels of community 
vulnerability based on culture, social 
organization and the potential to adapt to being 
removed from their land [22].    
From the perspective of ‘strong sustainability’ - 
quality of life is dependent on all four capitals 
and their systemic interaction.  The four 
capitals or stocks of assets - natural, built, 
social and human - provide opportunities for 
people to meet their basic human needs.   
Each capital is of inherent value and 
investment in one will not compensate or 
substitute for lack of investment or loss in 
another [23]. Kroll-Smith and Couch [24] point 
out  that, ‘communities are linked through 
exchange relationships with their built, 
modified and biophysical environments; and 
disruptions in the ordered relationships 
between communities and environments are 
locally interpreted and responded to as 
hazards and disasters’.   Those communities 
that depend on their direct natural capital for 
livelihoods and subsistence harvest are 
therefore highly sensitive to displacement. 
Impacted communities appear to exhibit 
significant and measurable increases in social 
pathology, consistent with the concept of 
community or collective trauma. Collective 
trauma is associated with effects on the basic 
tissues of social life that damage the bonds 
attaching people together and impair the 
prevailing sense of communality [12]. 
Studies of communities affected by 
development projects, as well as studies of 
communities affected by technological 
disasters, reveal that impacts related to 
ecological changes and loss of access to 
productive resources lead to diminished social 
capital, individual stress and collective trauma, 
as summarised in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Stresses as the result of depleted 
social capital and loss of access to productive 
assets 
Well-documented investigations into 
displacement have identified ten potential risks 
that deeply threaten societal sustainability.  
They are: loss of land, joblessness, 
homelessness, marginalization, food 
insecurity, loss of common lands and 
resources, increased health risks, social 
disarticulation, the disruption of formal 
educational activities, and the loss of civil and 
human rights [25] [3].  
Globally, investments in mega-projects are 
growing, with Public Private Partnerships 
(PPP) playing a key role.  With so many 
projects in the pipeline - and many taking place 
in emerging economies – the effectiveness of 
the sustainability decision making process is 
particularly important. 
How well do existing sustainability decision 
making processes and strategies address the 
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potential challenges facing communities 
affected by mega-projects? 
 
4 Sustainability decision making 
processes – current practice  
 
Many industries and private companies 
worldwide have acknowledged the need for, 
and the benefits of including sustainability as a 
key consideration in the design, delivery and 
operation of major projects.  
Until recently, however, sustainable 
development has been primarily perceived as 
an environmental issue, and the social 
dimension of sustainability has commonly 
been recognised as the weakest ‘pillar’ of the 
sustainability platform [26].  In fact, it was not 
until the late 1990s that social issues were 
taken into account within the sustainability 
agenda [27].  As a result, the management of 
natural capital and its measurement during the 
economic development process has been a 
key aspect of the standard approach to 
sustainable development, and the assessment 
of social and cultural capital has been arguably 
too limited [28].   
World’s Best Practice and the sustainability 
platforms of most Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) policies require the 
consideration of how any given project 
proposal or plan would impact on the 
environment and society.  For major economic 
projects, cost-benefit analyses and 
environmental and social impact assessments 
(EIA and SIA) are typically at the core of 
documentation and decision making processes 
[10].  In addition, in the last twenty years, 
project sustainability assessment (SA) and 
strategic environmental assessment (SEA) 
have emerged as tools to help further direct 
planning and decision making towards 
sustainability. 
Dozens of sustainability assessment tools and 
techniques that can be framed within the CSR 
and sustainability design initiatives have been 
developed by business, corporate and 
research sectors over the years [29]. These 
tools typically incorporate social, economic and 
environmental concerns into a single metric 
and are based on the integrated assessment 
approach with the aim to minimise 
‘unsustainability’, or to achieve triple-bottom-
line objectives [30].  In practice, however, 
aggregating social, environmental, economic 
and institutional metrics into a composite index 
that can be compared at both spatial and 
temporal levels in a meaningful way has 
proven difficult [31, 32]. 
Critics of the integrated sustainability 
assessment approach highlight the fact that 
societies, economies and ecosystems are 
complex adaptive systems that cannot be fully 
captured through a single lens, and call for the 
adoption of diverse methods and metrics 
rather than a single sustainability index [33]. In 
addition, proponents of ‘assessment for 
sustainability’ point out that project proposals 
should not be assessed for their contribution to 
sustainability, but to determine whether or not 
they are, in themselves sustainable [34].  
Although many companies investigate 
sustainability management and publish 
sustainability reports, their main focus in this 
endeavor remains unclear. Often, it seems that 
sustainability issues are pursued more 
coincidentally than with a clear strategy.  
Depending upon a company’s core business, 
often these positive sustainability efforts can 
be several orders of magnitude smaller than 
the (often negative) impact of the core 
business [28].  A study of social and 
environmental disclosure in the mining 
industry, for example, revealed that as there 
are no generally accepted auditing or 
accounting standards for reporting or reviewing 
sustainability performance information [35]. 
Auditors typically select commonly used 
indicators such as the level and severity of 
safety and environmental incidents, energy 
and water use, and carbon dioxide emissions.  
‘Anything that falls outside of the scope of the 
auditor is not verified, particularly social 
indicators, which are harder to quantify’ [35].   
Industry’s approach to sustainability decision 
making and managing social or community 
issues can be examined as activities 
undertaken before project implementation, 
namely sustainability and social impact 
assessments, and those undertaken after 
project approval and during project operation, 
namely company safety, CSR and 
environmental sustainability policies, and 
programs related to community relations, 
compensation and rehabilitation.  
Some of the most common strategies used in 
industry are summarised in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Common, existing CSR Strategies 
It is important to point out that the above 
strategies are not designed to account for the 
positive externalities that flow from the ‘goods 
and services’ provided by the social and 
cultural systems of the existing community, 
such as family cohesion, community resilience, 
social ties, stewardship for the land, and 
cultural identity.   
Project proponents involving both private and 
government sectors typically consider 
integrating sustainability in to both project 
planning and operations.  However, in practice, 
a consistent use of strategic assessment for 
sustainability and the integration of 
sustainability into strategic planning and 
evaluation are lacking. For many projects, at 
the operational or tactical level, the focus of 
sustainability assessment remains 
predominantly seen as performance against a 
simple checklist or as a tool to gain project 
approval [36].  Despite the commitments of 
CSR policies, the business-as-usual decision 
making frameworks still tend to overshadow 
the integration of sustainability opportunities 
into strategic planning and evaluation. 
Governments are now acknowledging this gap 
and new requirements are emerging such as 
Infrastructure Australia’s strategic 
assessments of proposed infrastructure [37]. A 
number of approaches are being trialled to 
address the necessary strategic assessment 
that incorporates sustainability principles; 
however, there is no targeted approach for 
assessing community vulnerability (or 
sensitivity) to mega-project development. With 
no sound legislative drivers or explicit 
requirements for social sustainability impact 
assessment practice at Commonwealth or 
state levels, the impetus for sustainability 
assessment remains largely in the hands of 
industry proponents, driven by their 
commitment to their respective CSR policies. 
5 Disconnects 
 
Given the number of existing and planned 
mega-projects worldwide, it is reasonable to 
question whether the existing sustainability 
decision making practices are effective at 
addressing the challenges facing affected 
communities. 
On the flip side, the notion that development 
projects may have negative impacts, or 
potentially impoverish people, might seem 
strange, if not contradictory to project 
proponents, and those who diligently carry out 
the EIA process, underwrite, finance, design, 
or otherwise promote mega-projects.   
There is a distinct gap between industry’s 
approach to sustainability decision making and 
the shift towards the delivery and operation of 
major projects that meets and maintains the 
sustainability priorities of the community.  
Literature has revealed two important factors 
that contribute to this gap. 
5.1 Ideological orientation 
The first factor is the existence of ideologies 
and frames of reference that help inform 
project decisions. Dwivedi points out that 
literature on mega-project induced 
displacement falls into two broad categories 
[38].  At one end of the spectrum is the view 
point that considers displacement to be an 
inevitable and unintended outcome of 
development, and focuses on minimizing any 
adverse outcomes.  At the other end is the 
view point that sees displacement as evidence 
of development’s uneven and unfair 
distribution of costs and benefits.  
The first group includes scholars and 
professionals that focus on research that is 
goal-based and on designing and developing 
(more) effective safety nets to cushion adverse 
consequences within the appropriate legal, 
managerial and policy frameworks. This group 
argues that big projects contribute to the public 
good, are worth undertaking and suggest that 
their negative impacts can be minimised by 
adequate attention to remediation [25]. This 
perception can be encapsulated by the 
prevailing understanding that although these 
projects may cause significant localized 
effects, the net economic benefits, creation of 
local jobs, investment in to regional areas, and 
the building of new infrastructure outweighs 
any local loss of land or impacts to the 
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community. Gellert and Lynch maintain that 
the shifting combinations of actors who 
undertake and shape mega-projects share the 
above ideology and include: project managers, 
engineering consultants, the construction 
industry, multilateral, state and private lending 
institutions, state bureaucracies and 
development agencies [6].  They also point out 
that members of this group tend to assume 
that once conceived, a mega-project is 
inevitable, i.e., ‘if we didn’t do it, someone else 
would’, and see themselves as being in a 
better position than others to minimise risks.   
In contrast, the second group views 
displacement as a manifestation of a crisis in 
development.  Instead of improving people’s 
well-being, the impacts of mega-project 
development disrupt their existing ways of life.  
The main focus of this group is the structure of 
displacement, rather than its outcomes.  ‘The 
argument here is that legislative definitions, 
executive practices and judicial interpretations 
on displacement deny people the right to 
protect their lands, livelihoods, and social 
ecology’ [38].  This group questions how the 
social fabric of the community will be affected 
by the project, what might be the impacts of 
introducing social change or new forms of 
wealth into the social groups; and/or what kind 
of job opportunities do local people want? The 
ideological orientation of this group recognises 
that sustainable society nurtures and 
constructs its cultural identities, supports 
traditional authorities, and requires that the 
means for survival be passed, unimpaired, to 
future generations, and that the total stock of 
capital (natural, built, social and human) be 
increased, not diminished.   
This sharp distinction between existing 
ideological orientations is one of the major 
factors contributing to the divide in approaches 
to project delivery that meets and maintains 
the sustainability priorities of the community. 
5.2 Sustaining Social Systems 
The second factor that contributes to the gap 
between the concerns of the community and 
the project decision making processes is the 
lack of consensus on the concept of 
sustainability. 
 The starting point of assessment for 
sustainability of a mega-project should answer 
the question – “What is to be sustained as part 
of this project?” 
Sustainable development discussed in 
literature focuses on the relationship of what is 
to be sustained, namely ecological and social 
systems, and what is to be developed, namely 
the economy and society [39] [40].  Preserving 
ecological systems is now a key normative 
goal of environmental decision making; 
however, preserving social systems and the 
intangible goods and services they provide to 
society is not yet common practice [41]. 
It is largely understood that if the sources of 
life support on earth are not sustained, the life 
of many species including humans will be 
threatened.  Sustaining sources of life support 
includes preservation of the environment, 
biodiversity, ecosystems, natural resources, 
and ecosystem services [42-45].  Ecosystem 
services refer to benefits or goods and 
services that humans recognize as obtained 
from ecosystems that support, directly or 
indirectly, their survival and quality of life [44]. 
Over the years, in an effort to preserve 
ecological systems, numerous approaches for 
valuing ecosystem services have evolved.  
The ecosystem approach (EsA) has been 
developed as a strategic and tactical 
framework for taking account of ecosystem 
services within decision-making [46].  The 
basis of the framework is the natural 
environment’s contribution to human well-
being, and variations of this concept have 
emerged in theory and in practice. No similar 
framework exists for social systems.  Avoiding 
the basic destruction of ecological systems is 
currently an acceptable starting premise for 
sustainability assessment, the same 
fundamental premise, however, is not always 
applied for social systems.   
Social and cultural systems are highly 
developed human constructs and include 
networks and relationships derived from 
communities, families, cultural groups, places 
and other stocks of social and cultural capital. 
While ecological systems are mostly a result of 
evolutionary processes, social systems 
invariably contain different layers of 
complexity. Community identity is related to 
culture, groups, networks and sense of place. 
The loss of cultural identity, for example, has 
been associated with enhanced alcoholism 
among Native Americans [47], and diminished 
physical health and life expectancy in 
Indigenous Australians [48].   Communities are 
complex web of relationships between a set of 
individuals who share norms, values, history, 
and identity, and to the extent these are 
threatened, the community is threatened [49].  
To bridge the gap and shift towards the 
delivery and operation of major projects that 
meet and maintain the sustainability priorities 
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of the community it is important that the 
practice of sustainability decision making  
accounts for people’s life-world, rights and 
values. 
 
3 Conclusions and 
recommendations 
Huge budgets, tight profit margins, massive 
footprints and transformative impacts of mega-
projects are a well know global phenomenon.  
Despite the financial risks and increasing 
community concerns, more and bigger projects 
are being planned and built worldwide.  
Depending on the project type, affected 
communities in the project area face significant 
challenges.  These may include: loss of 
traditional livelihoods, erosion of community 
networks, effect on the family unit, and 
potential marginalisation of some sectors of 
the population. Previous research has shown 
that diminished social capital can exacerbate 
individual stress and contribute to collective 
trauma. This paper highlights that project-
induced stresses incurred by the community, 
parallel those experienced by communities 
affected by technological disasters.  
Scientists have observed the impacts of mega-
projects to be most severe among traditional 
and indigenous communities, and among 
politically weak and powerless populations.  
Communities that depend on their direct 
natural capital for livelihoods and subsistence 
harvest are particularly highly sensitive to 
displacement. 
Globally, investments in mega-projects have 
risen into the $ trillions.  With so many projects 
in the pipeline - and many taking place in 
emerging economies – the effectiveness of the 
sustainability decision making process is 
particularly important. 
The question guiding this paper is whether the 
existing sustainability decision making 
processes and strategies address the potential 
challenges facing communities affected by 
mega-projects. 
Although the practices of social impact and 
sustainability assessments are established and 
accepted parts of the decision-making process 
for project delivery, very different approaches 
for assessing the impacts on social systems 
are applied around the world, and even by the 
same organisations from one project to 
another. This situation is an impediment not 
only to generating a shared understanding of 
the dimensions of societal sustainability as 
related to major industrial projects, but more 
importantly, to identifying common approaches 
to help improve social outcomes of proposed 
activities.  For many projects, at the 
operational or tactical level, the focus of 
sustainability assessment remains 
predominantly seen as performance against a 
simple checklist.  Often, the sustainability 
issues are pursued as part of the broader CSR 
agenda, engaging in small positive steps, such 
as investment in local infrastructure, schools, 
aquatic centres, etc., which have become a 
trend in many organizations today.  These 
positive sustainability efforts can be several 
orders of magnitude smaller than the 
(potentially negative) impacts of the core 
business. The positive steps, of course, are 
important and should be continued, but not at 
the cost of an upstream approach to tackle 
elements that are systematically eroding the 
social fabric of the community [28]. 
This paper identified two key factors that 
contribute to the existing divide between 
project decision making aimed at meeting and 
maintaining the sustainability needs of the 
community and the decision making that is 
predominantly project oriented.  The 
perceptions and the divide they perpetuate are 
summarised in Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2: The viewpoints perpetuating the 
divide in sustainability decision making 
The purpose of mapping the cross-roads in 
decision making in Figure 2 is to recognise the 
different frames of reference and highlight 
them as key areas of concern contributing to 
the disconnect in sustainable development.  
The significance of synthesizing the different 
viewpoints is it interlinks the problem areas in 
a cascading manner, and emphasizes a need 
for further investigation into the sustainability 
decision making of major projects. 
This paper argues that to bridge the gap and 
shift towards the delivery and operation of 
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major projects that maintain the sustainability 
priorities of the community, and to improve 
accountability and transparency of project 
outcomes, positive externalities that flow from 
goods and services provided by the social and 
cultural systems of the community must be 
incorporated into decision making 
Further research is required in specific mega-
project contexts, to investigate whether the 
current trends in sustainability decision making 
result in sustainable social outcomes, and 
maintain the health and well-being of affected 
communities. 
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